THE COALITION PARLIAMENT                        1919-22
But in the meantime unemployment had reached the million level,
and disputes about wages and conditions were threaten^, many
industries. It was naturally the object of the workers to to^tain,
the high wage-rates of the war years in the subsequent penb'd^o'f'"
declining prices, and if they could only have done this, it would have
brought automatically a great advance in their standard of life. But
employers protested that the high wages that went with the soaring
prices of the war years could not be paid when prices fell, and that the
attempt to exact them would ruin industry and create unemployment.
The sudden decontrol of the major industries without any sufficient
provision for the adjustment of wages to the new conditions inflamed
this quarrel, and it was widely believed that employers were preparing
a combined assault on wages.' In Lancashire their demand for a 30
per cent, reduction led in 1921 to a cotton strike which lasted for six
months before it was settled by a compromise, and in the following
year there was a three-months' lock-out in the engineering trade. But
the most serious of these disputes was in the coal trade, which was
now entering upon a long period of depression, and from April to
July, 1921, a national strike of miners threatened disaster to all the
major industries of the country.
Eighteen months previously the Government had averted a stoppage
by appointing a Royal Commission under the chairmanship of Mr.
Justice Sankey, which in addition to various recommendations on
wages and hours had recommended in a majority report the
nationalization of the mines. The miners believed themselves to have
received an assurance from the Government that this recommendation
would be carried out, and the fact that it had not been and was very
unlikely to be carried out by a Government depending on Conserva-
tive support, greatly complicated and embittered the dispute of 1921.
Questions of hours and wages were now entangled with the political
question whether the mines should be nationalized, and the miners
believed themselves to be fighting not merely for their own advantage,
but for a political object of the first importance. In this they had
the support of the Labour party, which was now tending to the
adoption of an all-round Socialist policy, and the combination of
miners, trade-unionists and Labour politicians on this ground was to
play a large part in the course of events which led up to the General
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